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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Occurs from annual grassland up to lodgepole pine and alpine meadow habitats, as high
as 3000 m (10,000 ft). Breeds from sea level to 1700 m (0-5700 ft) in the Central Valley and
Sierra Nevada, and up to 800 m (3600 ft) in northeastern California. Frequents meadows,
grasslands, open rangelands, desert sinks, fresh and saltwater emergent wetlands; seldom
found in wooded areas. Permanent resident of the northeastern plateau and coastal areas;
less common resident of the Central Valley. Widespread winter resident and migrant in
suitable habitat. California population has decreased in recent decades (Grinnell and Miller
1944, Remsen 1978), but can be locally abundant where suitable habitat remains free of
disturbance, especially from intensive agriculture. Breeding population much reduced,
especially in southern coastal district. Destruction of wetland habitat, native grassland, and
moist meadows, and burning and plowing of nesting areas during early stages of breeding
cyle, are major reasons for the decline (Remsen 1978). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Feeds mostly on voles and other small mammals, birds, frogs, small reptiles,
crustaceans, insects, and, rarely on fish. Makes low, quartering flights 1-9 m (3-30 ft) above
open ground. Dives from flight or hover; rarely perches and pounces on prey. 

Cover: Uses tall grasses and forbs in wetland, or at wetland/field border, for cover; roosts
on ground. 

Reproduction: Nests on ground in shrubby vegetation, usually at marsh edge (Brown and
Amadon 1968). Nest built of a large mound of sticks on wet areas, and a smaller cup of
grasses on dry sites. Mostly nests in emergent wetland or along rivers or lakes, but may nest
in grasslands, grain fields, or on sagebrush flats several miles from water. 

Water: No data found on water requirements, but frequents aquatic habitats. Home range
usually includes fresh water. 

Pattern: Mostly found in flat, or hummocky, open areas of tall, dense grasses, moist or dry
shrubs, and edges for nesting, cover, and feeding. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Some individuals migrate into California; others migrate
through to Central America or northern South America. 

Home Range: In Utah, 5 breeding home ranges averaged 429 ha (1060 ac), and varied 



from 363-518 ha (896-1280 ac). In Michigan, individuals flew 1.6 to 8.8 km (1 to 5.5 mi) daily 
from a communal roost to foraging areas. Daily foraging areas varied from 12-16 ha (30-40 
ac) to 259 ha (640 ac) (Craighead and Craighead 1956). Also in Michigan, 15 breeding home 
ranges averaged 405 ha (1000 ac), and varied from 98-770 ha (243-1920 ac). In Wisconsin, 
the breeding home range of 1 radio-tagged pair included an area 2 x 4.4 km (1.25 x 2.75 mi), 
or 890 ha (2200 ac) (Hamerstrom and Wilde 1973). 

Territory: In Manitoba, territory extended 28 ha (96 ac) around nests (Hecht 1951). Very 
defensive of territory; will attack other, more formidable birds of prey, and humans during 
breeding season. 

Reproduction: Breeds April to September, with peak activity June through July. 
Single-brooded; clutch averages 5 eggs, range 3-12. Female incubates while male provides 
food. Nestling period lasts about 53 days (Craighead and Craighead 1956). Breeding pair 
and juveniles may roost communally in late autumn and winter. 

Niche: Competes with buteos, especially red-tailed and red-shouldered hawks, for food. 
Often considered a diurnal counterpart of the short-eared owl. Population may increase with 
some agricultural practices (e.g., grain crops), provided that cover and nesting habitat is 
preserved or enhanced. 

Comments: Formerly called marsh hawk. 
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